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Abstract 

In 2004 the Missouri Professors of Educational Administration (MPEA) identified principals who had 
guided their schools to improved student achievement and/or maintained high levels of achievement. 



NOTE: This module has been peer-reviewed, accepted, and sanctioned by the National Council of 
the Professors of Educational Administration (NCPEA) as a scholarly contribution to the knowledge 
base in educational administration. 

Introduction 

In 2004 the Missouri Professors of Educational Administration (MPEA) identified principals who had 
guided their schools to improved student achievement and/or maintained high levels of achievement. Prin¬ 
cipals were identified from rural, suburban and urban high schools, middle schools and elementary schools. 
In the spring of 2004 the identified principals were brought together for a KIVA session at the annual spring 
MPEA meeting. In the spring of 2005 surveys were sent to the faculties of the identified principals and on¬ 
site interviews were conducted to address how the principal addressed the areas of vision, culture/climate, 
management, public relations, ethics, and political/social issues in their school. Principals were also asked 
what aspects of their preparation program were of greatest benefit in these areas. In an effort to gather 
data from a larger population of successful principals in the state of Missouri, the MPEA commissioned a 
third year for the backward mapping project in 2006, to include a broader sample of successful principals. 

^Version 1.1: Dec 27, 2006 2:06 pm -0600 
thttp://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/ 
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Principals were selected based on minimum years experience in their current school, increase in student 
performance on the state’s achievement test, and/or maintaining a high level of student performance on the 
state’s achievement test. Candidates were also selected based on the size and grade configuration of the 
school, location, rural, suburban or urban. Gender and ethnicity were also considered in the selection of 
successful principals. Interviews were conducted in the school setting to obtain data on how the successful 
principal leads the school in the development of a vision, creating a positive school culture, promoting a 
safe learning environment, collaboration with the community, ensures ethical behavior, and responds to the 
political, social, economic legal and cultural influences of the school. The research conducted is designed to 
impact educational administration preparation programs in the areas of curriculum and instruction. 

Literature Review 


1 Themes of Effective Leadership 

The ISLLC standards adopted in 1996 sought to reform or redefine administration through the establishment 
of standards for those who seek to be licensed as a school administrator. Examples of this are embedded 
within the standards. The involvement of the community in the development of a shared vision of learning 
is in ISLLC standard 1. Standard 2 focuses on developing and sustaining a positive school culture. Standard 
3 speaks to the management of the school and the effective use of resources. The importance of families 
as partners in the education of children is addressed in ISLLC standard 4, and standard 5 focuses on the 
necessity of acting in an ethical manner. Finally, ISLLC standard 6 speaks to the development of lines of 
communication between the school and decision makers outside of the local school community. 

Hoyle, English, and Steffy (1998) addressed skills for successful school leaders. In the book Skills for 
Successful 21st Century Leaders (1998), skills needed for success were identified as visionary leadership, 
policy and governance, communication and community relations, organizational management, curriculum 
planning and development, instructional management, staff evaluation, using research and data, and the 
ethics of leadership (Hoyle et ah, 1998). 

The Southern Regional Educational Board (SREB) (2001), give some specific responsibilities for effec¬ 
tively leading today’s school. Among these responsibilities are setting high expectations for faculty and 
all students, creating a caring school environment, in-service for teachers in the understanding of different 
learning styles, communication, using scarce resources in an efficient manner, engaging parents, community 
and businesses as well as defining the roles for each, and using data to improve the teaching and learning 
process (Southern Regional Educational Board, [SREB], 2001). 

2 Effective Principals 

Effective principals are good communicators. The ability to communicate effectively will help support 
successful programs in any building (Cruz, 1995). Communication encompasses more than speaking. It 
is written and oral communication as well as communicating with behavior and not just words. A study 
conducted by Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) found that effective principals establish strong lines of 
two-way communication throughout the school community. It is important for the principal to ask questions, 
tell the truth, and encourage feedback from members of the school community (Bolman & Deal, 2002). The 
principal interacts with students, staff and parents on a regular basis. Research by McEwan (2003) found that 
successful principals are communicating one hundred percent of the time- by listening, speaking, writing, and 
reading. Often the principal will use written communication to parents, students and staff. The importance 
of correct grammar ad spelling in written communication is a must (Holman, 1997). Effective principals seek 
out opportunities that actively engage the community in the school (Beck & Murphy, 1996). 

Effective principals are visionary. In his study McEwan (2003) found that while less effective principals 
offer excuses, highly effective principals envision a successful school that has achieved its mission. They 
are able to focus on the possibility of a high-achieving school, and help their school community buy into 
that vision. Effective principals understand that while they help create the school’s vision, they must also 
cultivate an environment that allows teachers to make decisions that result in ownership in the vision (Beck 
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& Murphy, 1996). Effective leaders synthesize and assemble a vision with input from all stakeholders (Fullan, 
1997). Studies by Marzano et al. (2005) found that effective principals establish clear goals and help the 
school continually work toward achieving these goals. 

Effective principals are ethical. They treat all people with respect all the time (Whitaker, 2003). Effective 
principals believe honesty is always the best policy, and understand they must demonstrate ethical behavior 
on a daily basis (McEwan, 2003). The effective principal does the right thing, keeping in mind that the 
student’s welfare is the bottom line (McEwan). At the same time, they must be able to consider what is 
best for the school in order to make the right decision (Whitaker, 2003). While this can be a difficult task, 
the effective principal is able to sort out conflicting values (Bolman & Deal, 2002). 

Effective principals use data for school improvement. According to Marzano et al. (2005) effective 
principals continuously monitor the impact of school programs on student learning, and use this information 
to inform future practice. They are results oriented, and realize that translating high expectations to 
academic achievement will benefit their students with greater opportunities in the future (McEwan, 2003). 
Effective principals know how to collect the data, but more importantly, know how to analyze it and use it in 
meaningful ways (McEwan, 2003). They are always searching for meaningful data, and are able to critically 
analyze the gathered information (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). To this end, they understand the limitations 
of individual pieces of data, and are capable of aggregating data to make informed decisions. As critical 
consumers of information, they pay attention to research when making decisions, and use it to evaluate 
possible school improvement options (McEwan, 2003). 

Effective principals build relationships. As McEwan (2003) states, “Relationships drive school improve¬ 
ment” (p. 54). Effective principals understand that to have a successful school, they need to focus on the 
people within a school, not the programs (Whitaker, 2003). The ability to establish personal relationships 
with all members of a school community is central to the work of an effective principal. These relationships 
convey a sense of caring and appreciation (McEwan, 2003). Sandra Harris (2004) sees caring as a way of 
showing respect for teachers and students and believes this process involves challenging people to grow per¬ 
sonally and professionally. R.J. Marzano et al. (2005) found that effective principals demonstrate a variety 
of relationship-building behaviors with teachers, students, and parents. Effective principals engage in these 
behaviors on a daily basis in an effort to keep their relationships positive and growing (Whitaker, 2003). 
This constant attention to relationships allows the effective principal to build up emotional bank accounts. 
They know how to bring out the best in those around them, and foster relationships that empower people 
and help them thrive (McEwan, 2003). 

Effective principals impact the school culture. The leadership provided by a principal directly affects 
the climate and culture of a school, which in turn affect student achievement (Sergiovanni, 2001). Effective 
principals pay attention to the culture of the school and focus on creating a collaborative work environment 
(Fullan, 1997). Studies by Marzano et al. (2005) found effective principals fostered shared beliefs and 
a collegial sense of community within the school that ultimately impacts student achievement. In order 
to impact the school culture, effective principals must be able to envision a successful school, act with 
integrity, and communicate this vision through relationships with the school community (McEwan, 2003). 
Principals who are effective work to create a positive environment, and believe it is their responsibility to do 
so (Whitaker, 2003). They understand that local citizens want a school that reflects their values, and work 
to shape a positive culture (Sergiovanni, 2001). 

Effective principals understand what good teaching is. Findings of Marzano et al. (2005) reinforces 
the belief that effective principals are knowledgeable about current curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
practices, and involved in design and implementation. According to McEwan (2003) effective principals 
are knowledgeable about teaching and learning, and serve as instructional leaders within their buildings. 
They believe it is critical to be up to date on best practices in instruction and assessment, and seek out 
opportunities to learn more about good teaching (Beck & Murphy, 1996). Not only do effective principals 
understand what good teaching is, they also recognize that their primary goal is to improve the effectiveness 
of their teachers (Whitaker, 2003). They are able to tell the difference between activity and achievement, 
and can help teachers improve their practice by providing and championing professional development to 
benefit student learning (McEwan). 
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Design and Methodology 

Participants selected to participate in the study full-time building level administrators in the state of 
Missouri. The building level administrators were selected based on test score data obtained from the Missouri 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education as it related to the identification of high performing 
schools. Every effort was made to include a cross section of schools based on location, rural, suburban, and 
urban, grade configuration and size of the school. A purposive sample of principals was developed to include 
gender and ethnic balance whenever possible. Twenty-seven principals were selected based on the criteria. 
Of the 27 selected seventeen participated in the study. Of these 65 percent were male and 35 percent were 
female. 

Prior to conducting the face-to-face interviews each principal was contacted by phone to schedule a time 
that would best meet their needs. Questions and release forms were sent via email to each principal before 
the face-to-face interview. Release forms were collected before any interview was conducted. Members of 
the Missouri Professors of Educational Administration (MPEA) volunteered to conduct the interviews. The 
interview consisted of 18 open ended questions asking the participants to respond to how they lead their 
school, engage their staff, as well as courses and/or activities in their preparation program that prepared 
them for the task of being a successful principal. The areas covered were vision, culture, management, 
collaboration, ethics and political, social, economic and legal aspects of the school. Participants also were 
asked to describe the state of their current school when they first arrived, changes they implemented, and 
lastly the most important responsibilities of the principal and the greatest obstacles faced as an administrator. 

Results 

The results of the data collected are presented in tables noting the key responses of the participants and 
when appropriate themes from the responses. 

Table 1. 

How do you lead your school in the development of a common vision? 


Key Responses 


Modeling 
Cheerleading 
Listen/Speak 
Consistency 
Collaboration 

Keeping the vision up front 
Theme: Communication 


Continuous conversations 
C omnium cati on 
C ommum cati on 
Lead by example 
High expectations 


Communication 
Teacher Empowerment 
Find the right people 
Focus on Achievement 
Communication 
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Table 2. 

What activities do you engage your staff in to develop a common vision? 


Key Responses 

Regular meetings 
Data 

Culture supports vision 
Listen 

Professional development 
High expectations 
Professional development 


Develop relationships 

Committees 

Share the vision 

Develop common language 

High expectations 

Use data 


Professional development 

Discussion 

Site council 

Cadres 

C omnium cati on 
Meetings/Retreats 


Theme(s): High Expectations, Professional Development, Use of Data 


Table 3. 


Classes or activities in preparation program that aided in the development of a common vision 


Key Responses 

Analysis of culture 
Evaluation of data 
Curriculum class 
Conversations 
Accelerated schools 
Collaborative learning 


Dealing with difficult people 
In basket activities 
Leadership Academy 
Engagement in practice 
Team learning 


Discussion 
Scenarios 
Relating to people 
Action research 
Change process 


Table 4. 


How do you lead your school In creating a positive school culture? 


Key Responses 


Create a safe environment 
Culture surveys 
Shared ownership 
Feedback 
Celebiate success 
Lead by example 
Celebrate success 


Supp orting the staff M od eling 


Teaming 
FLC 

Shared ownership 
Save environment 
Collaboration 
Listen 


Empowerment 
Clear expectations 
Positive attitude 
Be positive 
Listen 

Understand expectations 


Theme: Collaboration/shared ownership 


http: //cnx.org/content/m!4255/l.l/ 



OpenStax-CNX module: ml4255 


Table 5. 


What activities do you engage your staff in to create a positive school culture? 


Key Responses 

Conversation 

Teams 

Anti-bullying program 
Be visible 
building 
Recognition 


Friday notes 

Climate & Culture T earn 

Relations 

Steering committee 


Be successful 
Study groups 
Recognition 
Team- 


Shared decision making 


Theme: Committees and Teams 


Table 6. 


Classes or activities in preparation program that aided in the development of a 
positive school culture. 

Key Responses 


Leadership Academy 
Very little 

Learning from others 
Organizational leadership 


Volunteer Pro gram Communication 

On the j ob training C ohort 

Learned on my own 


Table 7. 

How do you lead your school in promoting a safe learning environment? 
Key Responses 

Establish Procedures Commum cate Setting expectations 

Safe environment Clear expectations High expectations 

Checklist focusing on safety Respectful environment Communication 

Communication Know the community Know your scho ol 

Use the counselor Be visible Follow through 

Create positive climate Zero tolerance Good facilities 

No tolerance 

Themes(s): Clear expectations. Zero tolerance; Communication 
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TableS. 

What activities do you engage your staff in to develop a safe learning 
environment? 

Key Responses 

Keeping people informed 
Bullying training 
Character education 
B ehavior management 
workshop 

Theme: Communicate 
Table 9. 

Classes or activities in preparation program that aided in the promotion of a safe 
learning environment. 

Key Responses 

S cho ol Law K e eping go o d re cords Faciliti es 

B uil ding and Finance S cho ol Law 

Networking 

Special Education School Law 

Theme: School Law 


Harassment training 
Talk 

Communicate 


Safely committee 
Workshops 
Training for staff 


Enfo rce di scipline p oli cy C ommuni cate 
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Table 10. 


How do you had your school to collaborate, wrtfi others and respond to divers 
community needs? 

Key Responses 


Develop ed African 

Ameri can A chi evement Pro gram B usiness partners 

Develop relations Respect Ruby Payne book study 

Inspire students Know the community Tutors 

Neighborhood visits Multi-cultural programs Parent meetings 
Mentors for students Parent organizations Listen 
Professional development Networks Listen 


Theme(s): Make connections. Know your community. Network 
Table 11. 


What activities do you engage your staff in to collaborate with others and respond 
to divers community needs? 

Key Responses 

Cl o s e the achi ev ement gap Engage in diversity Character Plus 

Exp ect parti dpati on B e rul e mo dd s F ee dback 

Students understanding the community C ollab orati on 

Table 12. 


Classes or activities in preparation program that aided in responding to diverse 
commmity needs. 

Key Responses 


Nothing 

Collaborative activities 

Discussion 

No specific class 


Weak spot No course 

Multi cultural das ses Strategi c planning 

Communication with leaders 
C ommuni cati on with media 
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Table 13. 


How do you had your school in an ethical manner? 
Key Responses 


Model 

Example 

Example 

Learning with students 
High academic integrity 


Modeling 
Model 
Modeling 
Example 
Daily contacts 


Give back to the community Promote character 


Theme: Modeling by example 
Table 14. 


High expectations 
Kids first 
Kids first 
Example 
Example 


What activities do you engage your staff in to ensure ethical behavior? 
Key Responses 

IDEA Know the p oli cy T eachabl e moment 

Pr o fes si onali sm D ecisi ons based on b eli e fs Hi exp ectati ons 

C o mmuni cati on C onfi dentialily training Hire go o d p eopl e 

Don’t embarrass the school Rules ensure productivity 

Table 15. 


Classes or activities in preparation program that aided you in leading a school 
an ethical manner. 


Key Responses 

Ethics class 
Not enough taught 
School Law 
Accelerated schools 


C o de o f ethi cs Rol e playing 

School Law School Law 

Tactics of effective leaders Leadership Academy 


Theme(s): School Law, Ethics 
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Table 16. 


How do you respond to political, social, economic, legal and cultural influences? 
Key Responses 


Maintain connections 
Legislative updates 
Proactive with parents 
Invite them in 


Involved in the community Keep kids first 
Principal meetings Reco giiz e i s sues 

B e part of the community Understand community 
Negotiate Fair and consistent 


Theme: B e part o f the community 
Table 17. 


What activities do you engage your staff in regarding political, social, economic, 
legal and cultural influences? 

Key Responses 

Keep them involved 
Encourage to be active 
Establish schedules 
Parental involvement 
Keep them informed 

Theme(s): Keep people informed, share information 
Table 13. 


Share information 
Contact officials 
Discussions 
Let people know 


Remind them 
Follow policy 
High expectations 
Communicate 


Classes or activities in preparation program that aided in responding to political, 
social, economic, legal and cultural influences. 

Key Responses 


School and Community Relations 
Politics 

School District Administration 


B usines s and F inance S cho ol Law 
School Law Finance 

School Law 


Theme: School Law 
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Table 19. 


What changes have you implemented? 
Key Responses 


Created structure 
Multi-cultural 
experiences 
Reduced staff 
New reading program 
Meet the needs of kids 
Let teachers know 
where they stand 
Communication 
Rigorous curriculum 

Table 19. 


Set high expectations 

Increased technology 
Learning communities 
Developed committees 
Used data 

Input from faculty 
Walk-through evaluations 
Character education 


What changes have you implemented? 
Key Responses 


Created structure 
Multi-cultural 
experiences 
Reduced staff 
New reading program 
Meet the needs of kids 
Let teachers know 
where they stand 
Communication 
Rigorous curriculum 


Set high expectations 

Increased technology 
Learning communities 
Developed committees 
Used data 

Input from faculty 
Walk-through evaluations 
Character education 


Curriculum changes 

Empowered staff 
Thoughtful learning 
Increased class size 
Collaboration 

Build trust 
High expectations 


Curriculum changes 

Empowered staff 
Thoughtful learning 
Increased class size 
Collaboration 

Build trust 
High expectations 
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Table 20. 

Top Jive most important things you do as a principal 
Top Five Responses 


Safe Environment/Di s tiplin e (17) 

C o mmuni cati on>D eveloping Relati ons (14) 

Cuni culum/Instructi on/Evaluati on (10) 

Be Visible (7) 

Set Vision/High Expectations ( b) 


Other Responses - Facilities, Hiring Good People, Modeling, Knowing the 
Community 

Table 21. 

What are the greatest obstacles you face as a school administrator? 

Top Four Responses 

Time (10) 

Finance ( b) 

P eopl e Without Vi si onDi ffi cult Pe opi e ( b) 

External Demands-Central Office, Test Scores, NCLB, Accountability ( b) 

Other Responses - Discipline, Dealing with Special Needs Students/Parents, 
Relationship with Family, Curriculum, Resources, Scheduling, Politics, 

Professional Development 

Conclusions 

The data collected indicates that successful principals must communicate with their publics, involve 
people and set high expectations for students and staff and lead by example. The findings support the 
literature in that effective principals are good communicators, visionary, ethical, use data, build relationships, 
and impact the school culture. Effective communications or being a good communicator is embedded in 
several aspects, according to the principals in this study, and would seem to be essential in the preparation 
of future leaders and should be examined to ensure the knowledge, disposition and performance of effective 
communication is included, articulated and developed as part of the preparation program. 

Successful principals indicated they follow-through on the need for good communication when working 
with their staff. Responses such as building relationships, communication and teaming were noted when 
asked to respond to how the staff is engaged. 

Successful principals also indicated the importance of communication in the preparation programs whether 
it is through collaborative learning or communication with other school publics. The need for a strong school 
law class was also evident in the responses of the participants. Additionally the participants indicated a gap 
in the preparation programs with regard to responding to the divers needs of the community and to some 
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extent in the area of ethical leadership. 

Future Actions 

The Missouri Professors of Educational Administration (MPEA) reviewed the data during the Spring 
MPEA 2006 Conference at Lincoln University. The 17 educational administration degree granting institutions 
will reconvene for the Fall MPEA 2006 Conference to evaluate current program delivery methods, curriculum 
and instruction utilizing the responses from the identified successful principals. The purpose of the discussion 
will be to identify strengths and areas for improvement and share ideas to meet the needs of future school 
leaders in Missouri. The principals that participated in the research will be invited to participate in the 
discussion and offer suggestions for program improvement based on their experience and from the perspective 
of successful practicing administrators. With approved funding from the Missouri Leadership Academy and 
the State Action for Educational Leadership Programs, MPEA will expand the number of participants 
and continue to collect data from successful practicing administrators in an effort to continuously improve 
educational leadership programs across the state of Missouri. 
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